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 CS&P  Vol 5 Num 1  December 2006 
SITE VISIT: IFTAR & PRAYER SERVICE AT ISLAMIC SOCIETY  
By Derrick Keith Pearson 
This reflective piece displays my most sincere emotions and reactions the 
first time I visited an Islamic mosque. The experience actually had a positive 
effect on me, as I have began to delve deeper into my curiosity about relig-
ions and the followings they carry in walks of life around the world. 
 
Introduction 
On Saturday October 7th, 2006, I 
attended the Iftar ceremony at the 
Mosque on Elm Street in Seaside. I car-
pooled with my roommate Tyler and our 
neighbor Colleen. Walking out towards 
the car I assumed it was going to be an 
enlightening experience, one in which I 
would learn more about the Muslim re-
ligion as a whole through observing in-
dividuals. Being raised Baptist and not 
having been to church in over 5 years, 
my only hesitancy at this point was con-
cerning church etiquette. I hoped that I 
would not do anything disrespectful, es-
pecially since I was going to a religious 
sanctuary for a religion which I am not a 
part of. I was not at all phased that I was 
entering a holy place associated with a 
religion that has been stigmatized by re-
cent surges in racist rhetoric. 
 
Once we arrived at the mosque 
and saw that there was a majority of the 
class in attendance, our minor apprehen-
sion that had formed at that point further 
absolved.  We were left with a collective 
sense of reassurance that we were the 
dominant force entering this place: noth-
ing could single us out thereby rendering 
us defenseless in this new environment.   
 
 Shortly before walking in, we 
saw that the children carelessly playing 
games with each other, had taken up po-
sitions just beyond the door and were 
peeking their heads out. It seemed as 
though the Muslim children had just as 
much curiosity about us as we did them. 
We were told to remove our shoes at the 
entrance and at this early pivotal mo-
ment I began to wonder what dissimilari-
ties existed between the values of the 
places of worship between religions. Did 
it make Muslims more pious than the 
rest of the religions because you had to 
take off your shoes? Or did it mean that 
other religions were more pious because 
they were willing to accept individuals 
no matter what their wardrobe consisted 
of? These questions faded as I began to 
realize with slight discomfort that be-
cause I was lagging behind, all of the 
seats were being taken and the only ones 
left were in the front row. I quickly real-
ized though that sitting in the front was 
just another reason why I was going to 
walk out of there more inspired and in-
formed than the person behind me. 
 
 The Imam began by introducing 
himself and telling us a bit about the 
mosque we were sitting in. He was 
speaking in Arabic with some carefully 
pronounced English words interspersed 
throughout. I was intrigued by how 
beautiful the Arabic language sounded 
when spoken in calm phrases while smil-
ing. Admittedly, this was the longest 
time I had ever listened to someone 
speak in Arabic. The gentle clips at the 
end of some words expressed a sense of 
devotion to something inside the 
speaker. Being a speaker of Japanese 
myself for the past 7 years, I know full 
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well that language is supplemented by 
tones and inferences projected using dif-
ferent parts of the mouth, tongue and 
throat.  
 
Of course the Imam was speak-
ing through a translator who introduced 
himself and began translating what the 
holy man was saying. Gilbert, the class 
teaching assistant, had informed me ear-
lier that he had come to this same 
mosque last year for this class and that it 
had been pretty extensively refurbished 
since then. The Imam spoke about their 
humble beginning as a Mosque in an-
other area of the city, how they bought 
the current location and are looking for-
ward to ever improving it. He began ex-
plaining a little bit about how Islam got 
started and the story of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Ishmael. As he was doing this, my 
mind began to wonder again about what 
it must be like to explain your religion to 
outsiders. Having lived in the United 
States my entire life (with the exception 
of a brief stint in Australia at the age of 
12) and being raised Baptist Christian; 
I’ve never encountered anybody who did 
not know about Christianity and the 
story of God & Jesus. I deduced that if I 
was ever beckoned to explain my child-
hood religion, I would be sure to include 
its main symbols and figures.  
 
As the sun began to set on our lit-
tle town of Seaside, the Imam stated that 
the evening prayer was to begin shortly 
and that the women would have to leave. 
When the women got up and left, I was 
shocked at two things. First, was the 
shock of how anti-climactic a separation 
of the sexes was. The women in the 
room all rose and walked silently to-
wards the exit and eventually the stairs 
to the basement of the mosque. While I 
was aware that there would be some 
separation between the sexes, I was un-
prepared by how easy it was. I foolishly 
began thinking of all the liberties women 
have fought for and won in this country; 
however, the women so easily gave up 
this key point of equality without a fight. 
Then I remembered this was not Ameri-
can politics, this was a religion and a 
practice that has been going on for thou-
sands of years--before the United States 
was even a country. I quietly subsided 
and continued listening. When all the 
women had left I stole a quick glance 
backwards and discovered that from a 
group of over 20 students and a profes-
sor, only five male students remained. I 
hadn’t realized our class was experienc-
ing a shortage of men.  
 
The Imam began the prayer. The 
people who had come to pray took up 
places around the front of the room plac-
ing their feet behind pre-positioned 
strips of tape to indicate the direction of 
Mecca. The prayer did not last too long 
and consisted of a song and some chant-
ing with required bowing of the head to 
the floor. I was delighted to see two of 
the young boys we had encountered 
upon our arrival had joined the ranks 
with the other worshippers.  They were 
dutifully conducting themselves and 
their prayers like responsible Muslim 
men. When the prayer was over the 
Imam motioned for some volunteers to 
begin serving food.  
 
One of the main reasons we were 
there, besides to watch a prayer, was to 
experience an Iftar. Iftar is an Arabic 
word meaning breakfast or “breaking of 
the fast” and is conducted at the end of 
the day during Ramadan. We were in-
structed to pick up a plate and enjoy. I 
tried to sample a bit of everything that 
could fit on my plate while not appear-
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ing gluttonous. I was perplexed by some 
of the dishes as they had certain spices I 
don’t think I had tasted prior to this ex-
perience. The man who had been trans-
lating earlier came around with a very 
large pan of curry-type rice and chicken. 
This was fast becoming a very nourish-
ing site visit. I was glad to see that the 
mosque had no qualms about sharing 
their hospitality with us.  
 
As with most communal meals, 
people began to mingle as the food was 
being consumed. It was at this point that 
some of my reservations came back to 
me.  I did not want to embarrass myself 
or my classmates by slipping and saying 
something wrong or by not being knowl-
edgeable enough about a particular topic. 
I was finishing up some fruit dessert as I 
sort of wandered into a conversation a 
classmate was having with a man I later 
learned was from Pakistan. The man had 
been raised in Pakistan all his life and 
came here to be educated at Monterey 
Institute of International Studies. He was 
describing his life in Pakistan and why 
he thought that the mosque had a healthy 
and religiously prosperous future to look 
forward to thanks to the small but sig-
nificant demand there is for one locally. 
I thanked the man and moved towards 
the large paper mats that had been set up 
to prevent food from getting on the floor.  
 
It was here that I met a man 
named Parvez from Egypt. I introduced 
myself and told him through what cir-
cumstances I came to be at the mosque 
that night. He began to tell me that he 
moved here from Egypt not longer than 
6 months ago and was very new to the 
neighborhood. I asked him how he had 
found this particular mosque and he told 
me that he had “Googled” it; we both 
shared a laugh over that one. After dis-
cussing his children and my school ca-
reer in length, his face turned to a mix of 
somberness and inquisitiveness at the 
same time. He asked me, “Being of the 
age you are and a college student, what 
is your opinion of the Muslim religion? I 
hope you don’t believe all the bad news 
and hype about it…” It was at this point, 
that I realized the entire night was worth 
while because I got to be here sitting and 
talking to this man. I explained to him in 
the best words I could that I had a lot of 
respect for the Muslim religion and its 
history. I stressed that no amount of 
news containing egregious discourse 
spewed forth by politically influenced 
media was going to convince me that an 
entire religion was bent on hatred to-
wards others and terror for the entire 
world. The man seemed to be comforted 
by this, and I speculate that what he was 
feeling at that moment was relief that a 
modern college student—a person 
poised to take the reigns of the world’s 
control in the next generation—would 
have tolerance and understanding of his 
religion so his kids would grow up and 
prosper in a socially & culturally accept-
ing world. I think that the talk was a 
blessing for both of us.  
 
After another question and an-
swer session that included the women 
who had left earlier as well as students 
from M.I.I.S., we said our goodbyes & 
our thanks, and were off into the night. 
On the car ride back to CSUMB’s north 
quad living residence, I pondered on 
how pleasant of a visit that was. It made 
me feel invigorated that I had left the 
bounds of a religion beset on me as a 
child, and that I finally experienced 
something beyond me. At this point in 
time, I consider myself having too many 
unanswered questions to devote myself 
to one God; however, I do understand 
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the importance of freedom for people to 
practice their chosen religion. Unfortu-
nately, we live in a society where preju-
dice and religious affiliation are intrinsi-
cally linked and have been for thousands 
of years. When mankind can move away 
from this obvious error in our ways, and 
realize that there are matters which are 
far more worthy of our quarrelling, then 
we will have a world in which people 
peacefully coexist and are happy to do 
so.  
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